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A REVIEW

A Northerner Transformed
JAMES H. COOK
The Fire ofLibertJ in Their Hearts: The Diary ofJacob E. Yoder ofthe
Freedmen j- Bureau S choo4 ynchbuTg, Virginia, 1866-1870. Samuel
L. Horst, ed. Richmond: The Library of Virginia, 1996. 192 pp.
$24.95

I

t is hard to believe that ten years have passed since
the publication of Eric Foner's magnum opus,

Reconstruction: America} Unfinished Revolution, 1863-

1877. It seems like only yesterday that the historical profession first encountered what is now considered the definitive history of the postbellum era in the United States~
The main reason for this temporal illusion, of course, is
that scholars have offered little or no revision of the main
story Foner offered in 1988. Indeed, the book seems destined to go the route of C. Vann Woodward's monumental work, Origins of the New South, which survived unscathed
for over a quarter of a century before bowing to revisionism. Even now, in many seminar rooms across the country, Woodward's arguments are still considered credible.
Foner's thesis has so far proven no less durable. Both men
initiated paradigm shifts so compelling that even their
detractors were forced to frame critiques within the authors' original parameters. Books like these are not easily
overturned or ignored.
In Woodward's case, the task of challenging his main
contention (that in the post-Reconstruction South, political power devolved not back to the old planter class, but
to the former, antebellum merchant class) proved to be a
somewhat facile exercise for scholars like Sheldon Hackney, Jonathan Weiner, and J. Morgan Kousser. They simply delved deeper into the primary materials, combing
sources that Woodward had found either unavailable or
unappealing. The challenges facing aspiring revisionists of
Foner, however, are far more formidable. Not only did
Foner masterfully synthesize over fifty years of scholarship (borrowing his main thesis from the eminent African
American scholar W. E. B. DuBois, no less), he also blitzed
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readers with an arsenal of fresh primary materials. If revisionists have any hope of improving upon Foner's efforts, they necessarily lie in uncovering new sources rather
than reworking old ones. Barring that, they somehow will
have to effect another paradigm shift. I
It is within this historiographical context that the
Library of Virginia has published the diary of Jacob E.
Yoder, a white teacher at the Freedmen's Bureau school
in Lynchburg, Virginia. Yoder was born into a Mennonite
family living in the farm country outside Philadelphia in
1838. He was first educated at Mennonite church schools
and then trained as a teacher at Pennsylvania'S first normal school, located at Millersville. While at the latter institution, he fell under the influence of the school's principal,James P. Wickersham, who later became a nationally
recognized figure in education. Apparendy it was
Wickersham who impelled Yoder first into brief service
with the Union Army, and then into the Pennsylvania
Freedmen's Relief Association (pFRA), which was sending teachers into the South. After serving one year at the
Freedmen's Bureau school at Lynchburg (1865), Yoder
returned to Pennsylvania in hopes of obtaining employment there. Unable to find a job, desperate, and broke, he
opened his own school at Boyertown, but the venture
soon failed. In the fall of 1868, he returned to Lynchburg,
this time as the PFRA superintendent for the region. He
served in this capacity until the demise of Virginia'S
Freedmen's Bureau schools in 1871. Unlike many of his
contemporaries, however, Yoder did not return to the
North, but remained in Lynchburg for the rest of his life.
Rather craftily, he transformed his position as an overseer
of Bureau schools into that of principal of Lynchburg'S
(black) public schools.
Readers who turn to Yoder's diary in hopes of being
treated to dramatic new insights into postbellum politics,
race relations, operations of the Freedmen's Bureau, and
other major traditional Reconstruction themes will most
likely be disappointed. It is a far more sparing and subde
document than one might imagine from the tide. Many of
the entries, particularly those from the later period, are
surprisingly brief. At times, the abbreviated comments
resemble those drawn from an almanac more than those
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found in a diary or journal. The original text, located in the
archival collection of the Library of Virginia, is fragmented, with individual segments covering the years 18611864,1866-1867, and 1869-1870. The editor's exclusion
of the wartime entries, which recorded Yoder's experiences as a student at Millersville, suggests that Horst considered the main function of the diary to be a window
through which to view Reconstruction in Virginia. Considering the infrequency, limited scope, and unsurprising
nature of Yoder's comments touching upon the larger
themes of Reconstruction and race relations, this was a
curious choice.
In some ways, Yoder was an unusual individual and,
as such, he makes an unlikely historical subject. Born into
the Mennonite faith, he ultimately rejected that sect's idealization of the pastoral life and its eschewal of political
and social reform. Though he attended church regularly,
and occasionally voiced an affinity for Methodism, his
denominational identity forever remained nebulous. As a
reformer, Yoder's actions were decidedly lukewarm, if not
tentative. After serving a year in Lynchburg, he returned
to Pennsylvania clearly for pecuniary reasons: he sought
a higher-paying teaching job. Though offered a position
at Pottstown, he rejected it out of hand because he considered the salary "most objectionable" (81). When his
private school venture at Boyertown began to fail in the
spring of 1867, he admitted to himself that he "had no
inclination to do constant manual labor and no aptitude
for shrewd business" (127). After a year of struggle, during which he neglected writing in his diary, he returned to
Lynchburg, this time commanding a higher salary as superintendent of twenty-four Bureau schools in six counties. Had his fortune improved at any single point in 186667, it is unlikely that Jacob Yoder would ever again have
crossed the Mason-Dixon line. As a teacher of freed men
and women, Yoder very clearly was motivated at least as
much by practical, fiscal considerations as by any reform
impulse. In this sense, he ill fits the image of the passionate, evangelical northerner determined at all costs to elevate the condition of ex-slaves.
Despite Yoder's unusual background and training, his
ruminations on Reconstruction, Radical Republicans, exConfederates, and African Americans make him quite a
conventional figure. Like many northern white Bureau
teachers, Yoder openly avowed legal and constitutional
equality between the races, but privately ·expressed his
belief that blacks were socially and intellectually inferior
to whites. His attitudes toward his African American
neighbors and pupils ranged from childlike curiosity to
blatant condescension. "My attention has been again
48
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called to the mode of worship of the colored people," he
wrote during his first year of residence. ''All of them are
quite unanimous in their noisy worship. If no expression
is given to their feelings by dancing or vocal expression
they think their worship is not acceptable" (39). Despite
such apparent quizzical interest in black culture, Yoder
ultimately found blacks to be lacking in "native capacity."
One passage suggests that he even held the nineteenthcentury pseudoscientific notion that African Americans
possessed "thicker skulls" which were a "hinderance in
their acquiring knowledge" (9). In contrast to some of the
views expressed within his diary, Yoder's attitudes toward
blacks remained largely unchanged. "I see again how irresponsible the Colored People are," he wrote simply in late
1869, without offering any elaboration or explanation
(140).
Like many northern reformers, Yoder misunderstood
and therefore denigrated freedmen's and freedwomen's
notions and desires concerning personal liberty and freedom. ''They delight in doing any thing, that, in antebellum
days they were disallowed, and the white people, allowed,
to do," he wrote in May 1866. "So some will now learn just
for the sake of doing it" [Yoder's emphasis]. Yoder was
annoyed when ex-slaves indulged "some things in excess"
that when practiced in moderation "are good." When he
asked a young black man why he and others had "imprudendy prolonged" a prayer service one night, he bristled
at the reply. "Before Gen Lee's surrender, they were not
allowed to hold meetings of this sort; so while they have
an opertunity they will embrace it" (8). If expressed in the
"proper" manner, black expressions of personal liberty
drew Yoder's praise. When the faculty and students of the
Lynchburg Bureau schools staged a one-year anniversary
parade through the city streets, Yoder burst with admiration. "I can not at all express my feelings at the sight of
the procession," he gushed. "So short time ago a people
pressed down by a proud aristocracy now rejoices in their
freedom .... They naturally love freedom. Many of them
have a more proper appreciation of the boon of liberety
than tens of thousands of Pennsylvanians have" (32-33).
Based upon other entries, however, it is clear that Yoder
took far more pleasure in the hostility that such public
expressions generated within the local white population
than he did in any notion of African American self-pride.
Yoder at times doubted that black Americans possessed the traits requisite for claiming and exercising personal freedom. Two weeks after the anniversary procession, Yoder complained that they "must learn a great many
things before they are what the country wants them to be.
They are not reliable enough. They lack independence and

energy. They would eagerly grasp for the blessings that
freedom gives; but the responsibilities which freedom
brings are a different question with many of them ....
Nothing is more obvious in governmenttal economy than
that they must be governed.... Who will be a freeman
must be a governor in the empire of reason" (47). ''Any
one person must gradually become a free woman or a free
man," he wrote disapprovingly, "yet it is not uncommon
to find men and women that have quite exalted ideas of
freedom. Their very looks show the fire of liberty in their
hearts" (7). When placed in this context, the passage that
serves as the edition's title takes on a far less heroic and
far more troubling connotation. Yoder's views were never
that simple, of course, and such provocative entries must
be considered alongside ambivalent ones, such as his entry on the Fourth of July in 1866: "Now [the late slaves
of the Southern States] have only to fulfill one condition
in this national contract.... It is simply this: they must
//

Yoder's diary entry dated 3 May 1866. Courtesy of
The Library of Virginia.

govern themselves: for if they do not, somebody else will.
I have, however, no doubt but they will do this" (55).
None of these points is particularly salient to the
reader familiar with the secondary literature of the Reconstruction era. Indeed, Foner's grand narrative contains sufficient discussion on each and every one of them.zYetthis
edition has been introduced, organized, annotated, and
indexed primarily to facilitate the study of these traditional
themes. A possible reason for this disparity may lie in the
fact that Samuel Horst began the editorial process over
fifteen years ago when the main value of the diary seemed
firmly tied to Yoder's pronouncements on race relations
and Reconstruction. The fact is that, Foner aside, the
diary's contents in this area were gleaned almost immediately upon its publication by scholar Steven Tripp, whose
wartime and Reconstruction study of Lynchburg came
out earlier this year. Employing the original text rather than
the published edition, Tripp by no means exhausted the
diary's offerings. But he surely has picked it clean of its
more obvious function as a record of postbellum politics
and race relations in Lynchburg. Now that Tripp's study
is available, it seems doubtful that the published edition
has much more to offer researchers interested in traditional themes. Definite voids in the field still exist. Richard Lowe's comprehensive and insightful examination of
Reconstruction politics in Virginia, published in 1991,
filled but one. William T. Alderson's 1952 dissertation has
for too long served as the only history of military rule in
the state. No one has yet attempted a statewide study of
the Bureau along the lines of those produced on Louisiana and South Carolina. When traditional projects such as
these are mounted, however, their authors probably will
merely lift the passages cited by Tripp, rather than bother
with Yoder's original text or published edition. What remains in the diary, then, that is valuable to researchers?3
The most compelling aspects of Yoder's record are
also its most subtle elements. A particularly fascinating
theme involves the process by which Yoder became acculturated to the South. Judging by his first entry, on 28 April
1866, Yoder initially carried with him a strong distrust, if
not outright hatred, of Lynchburg'S white population,
which he considered to be composed mainly of unreconstructed rebels. Yet one may discern through the years
signs of a weakening resolve to resist things southern.
"Was for the first time inspired with a holy feeling-in a
confederate Church," he wrote on 20 May 1866 (21). "The
better portion of this community seems not to be unfavorably disposed towards the colored schools but even
seem to secretly delight in them," he wrote one month
later. "There are many people in this town that would be
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friendly to us if nobody would find it out'; (37). "I met
Maj. Robert C. Saunders," he wrote of a former Confederate officer in late 1869. "This is a Virginia Gentleman.
He is wealthy, intelligent and a planter" (152). One of the
most intriguing facts about Yoder was that he was a Mennonite from Pennsylvania who became permanently transplanted in the South. The diary contains myriad clues as
to precisely how this occurred.
A related theme pertains to Yoder's religious or spirituallife. Though raised in the Mennonite sect, Yoder
bounced among Protestant churches with apparent ease
throughout his life. It is clear that his wanderings were
most likely a form of sociability, or even professional diplomacy once he obtained his position at Lynchburg, but
it is equally apparent that Yoder harbored deep, intense
religious convictions. The vast majority of his comments
in this area hint at a simple motif: self-castigation. Indeed,
Yoder comes off as a man wracked daily by guilt and selfdoubt. Though a number of entries make vague reference
to carnal temptations, the main source of his spiritual
unrest was an addiction to tobacco, an ironic twist of fate
considering that Lynchburg was one of the South's largest distribution centers for the "sot weed." The scenario
of Yoder on the one hand waging a losing battle with vice
astride a mountain of tobacco, while on the other hand
upbraiding his black charges for want of discipline and
self-restraint, certainly presents several promising avenues
of exploration in the realm of psychosocial history. Of
equal interest was his affinity for Methodism and the
question of what, if any, effect this might have had upon
his personal, professional, and political identities.
The organization of the edition does not lend itself
readily to the examination of these complex, subtle
themes. Researchers attempting to trace Yoder's transition
from northern Mennonite to southern educator and administrator certainly will wish to view the early, wartime
portions of the diary which contain Yoder's student notes
taken at Millersville in early 1864. While such materials
might have seemed extraneous to the general reader interested only in extracting data relating to the major themes
of Reconstruction, they would have proven useful to
scholars attempting to delineate Yoder's intellectual and
moral development. An even more dramatic, perhaps radical, approach to the edition would have been to include
selected correspondence in support of the diary. In fashioning his introduction, Horst utilized a fair amount of
correspondence to and from Yoder, much of which is
located in the records of the Freedmen's Bureau at the
National Archives, while some letters appear to be in pri- .
vate hands. Such a task would certainly have added years
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to the editorial process; still, the inclusion of such material would have helped to transcend a framework of traditional, well-trodden Reconstruction themes.
While by no means inadequate, the annotation may
present certain challenges to the serious researcher. Most
likely as an austerity measure, the editor (or publisher) has
decided that "when an identification could not be made
through available sources, the reference was left
unfootnoted." While this certainly makes sense from a
fiscal standpoint (and is gaining currency within the profession), it never fails to annoy readers seeking to expand
their research of the documentary record. Editors might
believe that it is obvious to readers which terms and names
the editors attempted (but were unable) to identify and
which ones they simply deemed unworthy of annotation.
This is never the case. Whenever this method is employed,
one is always left wondering whether or not all potential
avenues of identification have been exhausted. It is with
only the best intentions that the following example is
provided. In his 28 May 1866 entry, Yoder noted that "At
three o'clock the news reached us that there had been a
riot in Gordonsville last night and to day. But this evenings
train from that place knows nothing of it" (27). Though
the passage was annotated, the editor simply identified the
location of Gordonsville, in Orange County. Are we to
assume that an identification of the Gordonsville riots
could not be made through available sources? Or should
we assume that no such riots took place? Or should we
assume that the editor simply believed the event to be
unworthy of identification? While such a dilemma might
seem piddling to some, others will find it nettlesome. It
also effectively precludes reviewers from adequately gauging the selectivity of annotation. This complaint aside, the
annotation, whenever provided, is clear, concise, and informative.
While obvious care was taken in the indexing of
proper names, the classification and cross-referencing of
subject headings lack a certain rigor. Some common headings of interest to researchers (such as Violence, Racial
Discrimination, Republican Party, Democratic Party, Temperance, and Elections) are nowhere to be found. Others
(like Methodism, Alcohol, Tobacco, and Religion) are
presented as subheadings under Yoder's proper name but
do not exist in their own right as subject headings. Readers will most likely find themselves studying the index
before being able to utilize it properly. The apparatus, as
a whole, is simply and cleanly presented, with emendations
placed within footnotes. The overall editorial style is more
Continued on page 53

